Women who enter 44 Hallam Street, the home of the General Medical Council, can be said to fall into three main categories: staff, members of Council and respondents and it is with the first of these groups that this report is concerned. Admittedly, during hearings of the Preliminary Proceedings Committee, women solicitor's clerks appear quite frequently either on behalf of Council or for the respondent doctor, but the presence of a woman solicitor or QC is still the exception rather than the rule.
The original Council (which first met on 23 November 1858) had no women members of staff and appeared to have few domestic problems for it met at the Royal College of Physicians and, by agreement with the Dental Hospital, had rooms at 32 Soho Square. Details of particular expenses are lost in the general accounts but it is interesting to note that the cost of furnishing the office of the Scottish Branch Council came to £14-12-6. The first Registrar, Dr Francis Hawkins, was appointed at a salary of £500 per annum and a year later a Mr Bell became his assistant. By 1896 the workload had increased and more accommodation became necessary. The leasehold of a property in the Hanover Square, Oxford Street area was bought and three years later an extra storey had to be added to the Oxford Street front. Even so this proved inadequate and in 1915 it was 'sold to advantage' and a new leasehold site found in Hallam Street. The Council still resides here but the overseas, discipline and finance departments have moved to offices nearby.
Over the years the Council itself grew in size but staff levels for much of the time remained remarkably constant. When Mr Martin Draper was appointed Registrar in 1950 they numbered only ten'. Women cleaners were not included in this figure. Presumably they would have been employed as far back as the early days in Soho Square, but it was not till 1928 that a woman member of staff was appointed. This was a Miss Kathleen Deverill and she was placed on probation for six months in the grade of Junior Typist. The move seems to have been a success for many similar appointments followed, though marriage shortened tenure -an accepted fact in those days. Two women did give long and valued service to the Council. They were a Miss Ada Dorothy Best and a Miss Ethel Stewart. Both were Register Clerks and, in those pre-computer days, were responsible for the doctors' personal files, the updating of the register and the annual proof-reading, time consuming but nonetheless important work. In the early 1930s there was no card index system, only alphabetically arranged pocket files containing all the material relevant to each particular doctor.
Probably the most well remembered woman staff member belonging to those early days is Mrs Peggy Clark. She joined as a Junior Secretary in 1936 and became secretary to the Registrar the following year. In 1967 she was appointed Personnel Officer and 10 years later, in 1978, prior to the birth of the newly enlarged Council, she decided it was time to retire! Present staff describe her as a woman of strong personality and one who wielded considerable influence during her 40 years of service. According to Lord Richardson, Past-President of Council, her work for the Council 'had a symbolic as well as a practical value for us all'.
Soon after her appointment the second world war erupted and she tells of the difficulties experienced then. Transfer of Council business to the provinces was considered (Minutes 26 November 1940), but 'the High Court was sitting in London and the workers in the factories were carrying on' and, as the buildinghad so far not been damaged and staff were facing up 'ungrudgingly' in 'hazardous conditions', it was decided to stay put.
On the 10 May 1941 incendiary bombs fell on the building. The resident caretaker and her family were sheltering in the basement. Mr and Mrs Scott had been appointed as caretaker and housekeeper in the 1920s and, though her husband died in 1934, Mrs Scott continued in joint position, living with her two daughters in the top floor flat. She was responsible for the catering for Council, doing the cooking herself and hiring waitresses and other staff when necessary. Her son-in-law happened to be with the family the night the bombs fell, but there was nothing he could do. All their possessions were lost and the upper storeys and the roof were so seriously damaged 'that the building could not be made watertight'. The lower floors could not be used with safety (Minutes, November 1941). Thus bereft of her home and very much shaken by events, Mrs Scott decided she could cope no further and went to live in retirement with relatives in Devon. The council chamber was so badly damaged by water that for nine months Council was housed at the Royal Institute of British Architects, who gave them 'cordial and unstinted help'.
By 2 June 1942 they were back at Hallam Street in very restricted quarters. The stained glass window, gifted by Sir Donald MacAlister, the pictures and the busts had all been removed to a place of safety. A new caretaker and housekeeper were not appointed till 1952 and in the interim caterers were hired if necessary. In the post war era times were difficult. Permits for repairs were hard to come by and so it was not till 1951 that redecoration of the council chamber was completed.
The years 1950 to 1982 have been well reviewed by Mr Draper'. Many changes took place during his term of office as Registrar. Council increased its membership to 47; the pre-registration year was introduced in 1953; visitation of medical schools followed and new recommendations on the curriculwn were introduced in 1957. Workload more than doubled and increased further with the introduction of the annual retention fee and the registration of overseas doctors. Staff had to grow to meet these requirements. In 1968 they numbered 50 and by 1983, when Mr Draper retired, they had risen to 125. Civil Service gradings for staff are now in force and Table 1 shows the position of women as it is today. Their number has certainly grown since Kathleen Deverill's day and women now account for 77% of the present staff (Mr Peter Towers, Registrar, personal communication). Four of the top nine positions are held by women and, who knows, if present trends continue, there might be a woman Registrar some day! Be that as it may, Journal of the Hoyal Society of Medicine Volume 82 July 1989 433 their very presence in positions of responsibility is a source of encouragement to the small minority of women on Council. One appreciates this especially on entering Hallam Street for the first time.
Today the building is literally bursting at the seams. The top flat, once occupied by the caretaker and his wife, is now office accommodation. Indeed every spare inch is accounted for and it says much for the loyalty of the Registrar and his staff that the demands of the public and the profession continue to be met. As Sir John Walton, the President, said in his Foreword to the 125th Annual Report, the task of the Council 'is to uphold the high standards of conduct and practice and to protect the public'. This must always be its aim and today's Council fully appreciate the contribution the Registrar and his staff make towards this end.
